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Lesson

Knowing your own: A classroom case study using the
scientific method to investigate how birds learn to
recognize their offspring
Joanna K. Hubbard1, Daizaburo Shizuka1, Brian A. Couch1*
School of Biological Sciences, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Lincoln, NE
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Abstract
Understanding the scientific method provides students with a necessary foundation for careers in science-related fields.
Moreover, students can apply scientific inquiry skills in many aspects of their daily lives and decision making. Thus,
the ability to apply the scientific method represents an essential skill that students should learn during undergraduate
science education. We designed an interrupted case study in which students learn about and apply the scientific method
to investigate and recapitulate the findings of a published research article. This research article addresses the question of
how parents recognize their own young in a system where birds of the same species lay eggs in each other’s nests. The
researchers approach the question through three experiments in which the bird’s own offspring and unrelated offspring
hatch in different orders. This experiment specifically tests for the effect of hatching order on the bird’s ability to recognize
its own offspring. In the case study, students form hypotheses based on behavioral observations made while watching
a video clip, together with background information provided by the instructor. With additional information about the
experimental design, students make graphical predictions for the three related experiments, compare their predictions
to the results, and draw conclusions based on evidence. This lesson is designed for introductory undergraduate students,
and we provide suggestions on how to adjust the lesson for more advanced students. This case study helps students
differentiate between hypotheses and predictions, introduces them to constructing and interpreting graphs, and provides a
clear example of the scientific method in action.
Citation: Hubbard, J.K., Shizuka, D., and Couch, B.A. 2016. Knowing your own: A classroom case study using the scientific method to investigate how birds learn to
recognize their offspring. CourseSource. https://doi.org/10.24918/cs.2016.7
Editor: Sue Wick, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN
Received: 01/15/2016; Accepted: 05/03/2016; Published: 08/01/2016
Copyright: © 2016 Hubbard, Shizuka and Couch. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercialShareAlike 4.0 International License, which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author
and source are credited. All images included in the PowerPoint slides and supplemental video are available for reuse through Wikimedia commons and the
appropriate attributions are included. Graphs and diagrams included in the PowerPoint slides and lesson were redrawn from Shizuka and Lyon (24) by J.K.H.
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Learning Goal(s)

Learning Objective(s)

• Students will be introduced to and apply components of the
scientific method.
• Students will recognize the cyclical nature of the scientific method.
• Students will see an example of research in which undergraduate
students made key contributions.

• Students will be able to identify and describe the steps of the
scientific method.
• Students will be able to develop hypotheses and predictions.
• Students will be able to construct and interpret bar graphs based
on data and predictions.
• Students will be able to draw conclusions from data presented in
graphical form.

INTRODUCTION

problems scientifically from the very beginning of their first
undergraduate science course (3). Accordingly, we wanted
to create an interactive and straightforward way to introduce
students to the scientific method at the start of the fall term. We
taught this lesson at the end of the first week in an introductory

Recent national reports have emphasized the importance
of the scientific method and scientific reasoning within
undergraduate biology courses (e.g., 1, 2). Building on their
previous educational experiences, students should address
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biology course on molecular and cellular biology, although
the lesson is appropriate for any introductory biology course.
We also used this lesson to introduce students to how
clickers would be used throughout the course, as a means for
promoting peer-learning through discussion and identifying
misconceptions or points of confusion (4,5). A final goal of
this lesson was to inform students, many of whom are in their
first semester of college, that undergraduates can make critical
contributions to the research being conducted by faculty at
their institution. We therefore chose to focus this lesson around
research that involved undergraduate student researchers.
The lesson consists of an interrupted case study, where
students are guided through an experimental investigation,
interspersed with clicker questions and worksheet prompts.
We chose this format because it mimics the process of real
scientists working through a problem, thus reinforcing the steps
of the scientific method (6,7). The case study approach has
been used previously to enable students to apply the scientific
method in a manner similar to published studies (e.g., 8, 9). By
using clickers, or another personal response system, with peer
discussion, students in a large class can be actively engaged as
the case progresses (10). This format is popular among science
faculty (7), and many examples of interrupted “clicker” case
studies can be found in case study repositories, such as the
National Center for Case Study Teaching in Science (http://
sciencecases.lib.buffalo.edu/cs/).

independence (12).
Evidence of brood parasitism in coots
The considerable loss of offspring due to starvation suggests
that parental care is a limiting factor in the reproductive
success of American coots. Laying eggs in the nests of other
birds (i.e. brood parasitism) represents a potential mechanism
to increase fitness by outsourcing the high costs of parental
care (15). Some brood parasites lay eggs in the nests of other
species, called interspecific brood parasitism, and never make
their own nests (e.g., European cuckoos, Cuculus canorus,
and brown-headed cowbirds, Molothrus ater). American coots
are among the many species that practice conspecific brood
parasitism, in which females lay eggs in nests of members of
their own species, often in addition to laying eggs in their own
nest (15,16). American coots exhibit high rates of conspecific
brood parasitism, with about 40% of nests containing at least
one parasitic egg (17).
An evolutionary puzzle: Why care for parasitic chicks?
The costs of interspecific brood parasitism on hosts are
clear: host birds that accept parasitic chicks of other species
pay the cost of caring for unrelated offspring. Furthermore,
parasitic chicks can either actively kill off host offspring or
outcompete them for access to parental resources. In contrast,
it may seem that raising conspecific brood parasites would
be less costly than raising interspecific brood parasites;
however, parasitic chicks of the same species are unlikely
to be related to either of the host parents (18). Thus, hosts of
conspecific brood parasites pay similar fitness costs as hosts of
interspecific brood parasites (19). Consequently, selection has
favored various forms of anti-parasitism defense mechanisms.
For example, many hosts of interspecific brood parasites
have evolved to recognize and reject parasitic eggs laid in
their nests (20). This egg rejection behavior has also been
documented in hosts of conspecific brood parasites, including
American coots (19). While egg recognition and rejection are
widespread among hosts of brood parasites, very few hosts
have evolved the ability to recognize and reject parasitic
chicks. In the case of interspecific brood parasitism, this lack
of ability to recognize and reject parasitic chicks can produce
surprising scenarios in which a smaller host unwittingly
provides food to a much larger parasitic chick. To date, there
are three hosts of interspecific brood parasites that have been
shown to recognize parasitic chicks and reject them by either
abandoning the nest or removing the suspected parasite chick
(21-23). In the research article that is the subject of our case
study, Shizuka and Lyon showed that American coots have
evolved the capability to reject parasitic chicks of their own
species, which is, currently, the only example of this behavior
in hosts of conspecific brood parasites (24).

Brood Parasitism in Birds: The case of the American
Coots

This lesson takes students through a published study of
American coots (Fulicula americana), a common bird in
North America. Female coots lay eggs in each other’s nests,
a phenomenon known as conspecific brood parasitism. This
study specifically asks how parents recognize their own young
so they can preferentially allocate resources to their genetic
offspring. Here, we provide some relevant information that
will help the instructor gain a better understanding of the
experimental system and related evolutionary questions.
Natural history of American coots
American coots are dark-gray waterbirds with white beaks
that breed in many ponds and lakes throughout the Central
to Western United States and Canada. Although coots can
superficially resemble ducks, they are actually members of the
rail family, and thus are more closely related to cranes. During
the breeding season, male and female coots form pairs and
together defend territories, build nests, and care for young.
Nests are typically constructed on the water from dried or fresh
vegetation from the previous year (e.g., bulrushes, cattails; 11).
Females lay 4-15 eggs (median = 9 eggs), and these eggs hatch
over 2-11 days (median = 6 days; 12). Coot chicks can begin
to move in and out of the nest within six hours after hatching
but are fed by their parents for 10-40 days before becoming
independent. During this time, parental care is not distributed
equally across the brood. For example, in a brood with no
parasitic chicks, parents tend to favor the youngest chicks
once the oldest chicks have begun to forage for themselves
(12). Parents also favor chicks that have bright orange
ornamental plumage over those chicks whose ornamental
plumage has been artificially removed (13; and see 14 for a
case study related to this research). Without adequate parental
provisioning during the first couple of weeks, chicks will die
of starvation, and nearly half of all chicks die before reaching
CourseSource | www.coursesource.org

American Coots Learn to Recognize Their Own Young

Long-term monitoring suggests that parasitic young have
significantly lower survival compared to the genetic young
of the host parents, suggesting that host parents are able to
distinguish between their own chicks and parasitic chicks (24).
The goal of the study by Shizuka and Lyon was to determine
how coot parents differentiate between their own young and
parasitic young (24). Previous studies revealed the key finding
that, since parasitic females only lay eggs in nests that already
have at least one egg, host eggs will tend to hatch before
parasite eggs because the first eggs will be more developed
than those laid on subsequent days. Building on these field
2
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Figure 1. Diagram of the experimental design used in the focal study for the lesson (figure adapted from Shizuka and Lyon; 24).

observations and conversations that included undergraduate
field assistants (see Supporting Video S1), Shizuka and his
research team hypothesized that parents consider the firstborn chick to be their own and use certain traits of these
chicks (e.g., visual, auditory, or olfactory cues) as a reference
to identify their genetic offspring. This strategy would provide
parents with a reliable mechanism to prevent the rejection of
their own young.
To test their hypothesis, the research team conducted three
experiments in which they simulated brood parasitism, by
adding foreign chicks to a brood and manipulating the order
that ‘host’ and ‘foreign’ chicks hatched (Fig. 1). In the first
condition, all the chicks that hatched on the first day belonged
to the host parents. In the second condition, all the chicks that
hatched on the first day were foreign. In the third condition,
a mix of host and foreign chicks hatched on the first day. In
all conditions, a mix of host and foreign chicks hatched on
subsequent days. A detailed description of these experiments
can be found in the original manuscript (24).
For each condition, the researchers compared the survival of
host and foreign chicks. In the first condition, host chicks had
higher survival than foreign chicks confirming that parents can
recognize their own chicks. In the second condition, foreign
chicks had higher survival than host chicks, providing strong
evidence that parents use the first chicks as a reference, even
when these chicks are not their own. There was no difference
in survival in the third condition demonstrating that the
parents cannot recognize their own chicks when the reference
information provided on the first day is unclear.
Given that a brief introduction to American coots can
provide students with sufficient background knowledge to
develop testable hypotheses, this study serves as an accessible
and interesting example of the scientific method in action.
The case study described here uses this study as a context for
students to distinguish between hypotheses and predictions
and make graphical predictions that can be visually compared
to study results. Students interpret and draw conclusions from
the experimental data, and consistent with the experiences of
CourseSource | www.coursesource.org

most scientists, this study yields as many questions as it does
answers (e.g., what characters do parents use to recognize
their chicks?). This case study captures the iterative nature
of science and emphasizes how new research changes our
understanding of the natural world.

Intended Audience

This lesson is intended for students in an introductory
biology course at the beginning of the term. It assumes little to
no background in biology and could be implemented in majors
and non-majors courses as well as high school biology classes.
We also provide recommendations for how it could be adapted
for upper-division courses. This case study was piloted in two
large sections (>200 students each) of introductory molecular
and cellular biology at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.
This course is the first in a two-semester series that serves as
the foundation for biology-related programs. Most students in
this course are in their first or second year of college and have
declared a major in a life sciences field (Table 1).
Table 1. Breakdown of student level and major, aggregated
across the two sections in which this lesson was taught; both
sections had enrollments of more than 200 students.

3

Level

# of Students

First-Year

229

Sophomore

134

Junior

72

Senior

29

Post-Baccalaureate

4

Major

# of Students

Life Science

307

STEM, Non-Life Science

45
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Table 2. Overview of the lesson plan with suggested timing for each step.
Activity

Description

Time

Notes

30 minutes

Shizuka & Lyon. 2010. Coots use hatch order to learn to
recognize and reject conspecific brood parasitic chicks.
Nature 463: 223-226

10-30 minutes
to review and
modify, if
needed

Handout is provided in Supporting File S2

Preparation for Class
Instructor reads original
paper on which the lesson
is based
Instructor prepares in-class
handout

Make one copy of handout for
each student
* Instructor may decide to
remove axes provided for
graphical predictions

Class Session
Instructor introduces the
scientific method

• Go over learning objectives
• Pass out handout
• Introduce scientific method

10 minutes

• Lecture slides with notes are in Supporting File S1
• Student handout is in Supporting File S2

Students watch video of
coot chick being harassed
by parents

• Introduce video
• Watch video
• Discuss observations

3 minutes

• Link provided in lecture slides
• After the video, ask students to explain what
happened

Instructor provides
background information

• Natural history of American
coots
• Parasitism and brood parasitism
• Provide pertinent background
knowledge

7 minutes

• During the lecture, instructor should pose questions
to students and allow volunteers to share their
answers

3 minutes

• Students should work in groups to come up with
hypotheses
• Students volunteer their groups’ hypothesis

Students form hypotheses

Instructor explains
experiment by Shizuka &
Lyon

• Provide hypothesis tested in
Shizuka & Lyon
• Experimental design

5 minutes

• In a higher level course, students could come up with
experimental design on their own

Students make graphical
predictions

• Host first condition
• Foreign first condition

2 minutes

• Students should work in pairs or groups to come up
with their graphical predictions

Students report back with
clickers and discuss graph
interpretations

• Host first condition
• Foreign first condition

5 minutes

• Show the actual results and explain the graph
• Discuss other possible interpretations
• Discuss interpretations of other options

Instructor provides
additional details and
students make graphical
predictions for ‘mixed’
condition

• Explain the mixed condition
• Have students draw graphical
prediction
• Report back with clickers

5 minutes

• The mixed condition supports that parents are using
the chicks that hatch on the first day to learn what
their chicks look like

Students draw conclusions
from the evidence and the
instructor wraps up the
lesson

• Prove vs. Support
• Review scientific method
• Place study in broader context

10 minutes

• Emphasize that the scientific method is iterative
• This study has implications in many fields and the
broader context can be tailored to the specific course

In this video, Dr. Shizuka
discusses this study and the
research team, which included
undergraduates

11 minutes

• Can be shown at the end of class, or provided to
students outside of class
• Video is provided in Supporting File S3

After Class
Students watch video of Dr.
Shizuka

CourseSource | www.coursesource.org
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Level

# of Students

Non-STEM

67

Undeclared

49

Total # of Students

468

new scenario; specifically, a multiple-choice question asked
the students to select the correct graphical prediction that
supports a given hypothesis. We provide this exam question
and two additional questions we did not use on the exam due
to time and space (Supporting File S4). The first question asks
students to differentiate between hypotheses and predictions
asked in a multiple-true/false (T/F) format, and the second is a
short-answer question that asks students to form a hypothesis,
design an experiment, and make predictions based on a given
observation. These questions could be given to students either
as homework or on an exam.

Required Learning Time

We taught this lesson during a 50-minute class period
and provide a timeline of lesson presentation in Table 2 (on
page 4). During the final 5-10 minutes, one of the authors
of this lesson (D.S.), who was also involved in the original
research on which the lesson is based, spoke to the students
about his personal experience with this research project. In
the supplement, we have included a 10-minute video of Dr.
Daizaburo Shizuka sharing his experiences, which can be
shown in class or provided to the students to watch outside
of class. If provided outside of class, we suggest it be made
available to the students after the lesson, since the lesson
assumes the students are naive to the hypotheses and results
discussed in the video (Supporting File S3).

Inclusive teaching

This lesson allows students to discuss and share their
ideas with their peers prior to answering clicker questions
and incorporates multiple ways for students to interact with
the scientific method, including participating in discussions,
drawing graphs, and watching videos. By sharing stories
from the field, Dr. Shizuka highlights the collaborative nature
of scientific research and emphasizes how undergraduate
students can make key contributions to the formation of
research questions, hypotheses, and experimental design.
Moreover, this narrative contradicts the misconception that
scientific research follows a predetermined path. In fact, Dr.
Shizuka and his research team began with a set of expectations,
but allowed their research and hypotheses to be guided by
unexpected observations and outcomes.

Pre-requisite Student Knowledge

We taught this lesson on the third day of the term to introduce
students to the scientific method and skills that they would use
throughout the course as well as in other life sciences courses.
Students will benefit from some basic knowledge of how to
draw and interpret bar graphs.

LESSON PLAN

Pre-requisite Teacher Knowledge

Instructors should read Shizuka and Lyon’s short article so
that they are familiar with the experiment presented in the
lesson (24). The description provided with the case study, the
original research article, and the PowerPoint notes should
provide sufficient background information and experimental
details for an introductory biology instructor to implement the
case study and field related questions.

During class, students follow along with a PowerPoint
presentation (Supporting File S1) using a handout (Supporting
File S2) that can be collected and graded, if desired. The lesson
starts with a brief overview of the scientific method that walks
students through an everyday example and highlights that
scientific studies are motivated by observations and questions.
Students watch a short video of a coot chick being harassed
by an adult and record their observations on the handout.
Students share their observations with the class, and the point
is made that this behavior is more aggressive than typical
interactions between parents and their apparent offspring.
The instructor then provides background information on coot
natural history and brood parasitism (see Supporting File S1).
This discussion is followed by further exploration of parasitism
and familiar parasites, including ticks, lice, and ‘zombie ants’
(see 25). These examples are used to introduce the defining
feature of parasitism (i.e., exploitation of a host for resources),
and this concept is then related to brood parasitism in which
the parasite exploits its host specifically for parental care.
At this point, the students recognize that adult coots can
be overly aggressive with chicks and that not all the chicks
in their nest belong to them. These observations lead to the
research question, “How do the parents know which chicks
belong to them?” The next step in the scientific method is to
gather background knowledge, so students receive some key
information and use this information to form a hypothesis
that answers the research question. After students share
their diverse hypotheses, the instructor reveals that a group
of researchers has investigated this exact question and tells
the students what these researchers hypothesized. Here, the
instructor can emphasize that this research is published in
one of the most prestigious biology journals and that it was
performed by a team that included undergraduate researchers.
Students then separately consider the first two experimental

SCIENTIFIC TEACHING THEMES
Active learning

Throughout the lesson, students discuss answers and ideas
in small groups. These discussions focus on key steps of the
scientific method. After watching a video of coot behavior,
the students describe what they saw to each other and some
groups share their observations with the whole class. Similarly,
groups discuss and share hypotheses and conclusions based
on the evidence as students move through the case study. As a
result, students interact with the material in a way that reflects
the process of a team of scientists conducting collaborative
research. Students also work in groups to come up with
graphical predictions that would support the tested hypothesis.
After drawing these predictions on their worksheets, students
use handheld “clicker” devices to indicate which figure, from
four provided options, most closely matches what their group’s
answer.

Assessment

Students answer clicker questions during the lesson and
receive immediate feedback on their answers. In our pilot
implementations, we did not score these questions for
points, since it was the first week of the semester and not all
students had acquired a clicker. On the first exam, we asked
students to apply the skills they learned in this lesson to a
CourseSource | www.coursesource.org
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conditions and construct bar graphs predicting results that
would support the researchers’ hypothesis. Students report
their predictions via clicker questions in which they match
their graph to one of several potential graphs. Students then
see the actual experimental results, which have been redrawn
as bar graphs from the original research article. The instructor
describes key features of the graph and prompts students
to draw conclusions based on the results, after which, the
instructor summarizes how the results support the original
hypothesis.
In our course, we also use these results as an impetus to
discuss natural selection. Given that survival for both host and
foreign chicks is less than 100%, we ask students to explain
why survival is less than 100% and how these survival rates
relate to natural selection. This discussion complements the
first chapter of most introductory biology textbooks, which
provides an overview of the conditions necessary for natural
selection (e.g., 26-28).
Next, students consider the third treatment group in which
there is an even mix of host and foreign offspring hatching on
the first day. Again, students graphically predict survival for
host and foreign chicks, check in with a clicker question, see
the experimental results, and draw conclusions. At this point,
the instructor brings all the evidence together in a synopsis of
the final conclusions.
To relate the experiments to the scientific method, students
answer an additional clicker question that addresses the proper
language for discussing hypotheses and results, specifically
distinguishing between “support” versus “proof.” The
instructor then returns to the diagram of the scientific method
and points out that the conclusions from one study often serve
as the observations for subsequent studies. Alternatively, if a
hypothesis is refuted, then the investigator would form new
hypotheses to test and the cycle continues.
Finally, the case study takes a step back and talks about how
this study proceeded from the perspective of the researcher. In
our course, we had the privilege of having Dr. Shizuka, the lead
author of the original study, share a brief anecdote on how the
project originated and how undergraduate researchers were
involved in forming the initial question, identifying potential
hypotheses, and conducting the cross-fostering experiments in
the field. We have included a video with a similar narrative as
supplement for instructors to share with their class (Supporting
File S3).

the hypotheses the students came up with to explain how
parents recognize their own offspring. Many of the hypotheses
volunteered by students focused on the mechanism of how to
distinguish between different birds (e.g., coloration or sound),
rather than how to identify which birds are one’s own offspring
(e.g., hatch order). Several groups came up with the hypothesis
tested by Shizuka and Lyon, and one group hypothesized that
coots learn from previous parenting experience, a variable that
the researchers themselves took great efforts to address in their
study.
While students were discussing their graphical predictions,
we walked around the classroom to check in with groups.
The teaching team for the course consisted of the instructor
(B.A.C.), a postdoctoral researcher (J.K.H.), and two to three
undergraduate learning assistants per section. During group
discussions, the teaching team would circulate among groups,
ask probing questions, and answer clarification questions.
During this time, we noted that some groups were struggling
with drawing the graphs. This difficulty was also evident on
the worksheets we collected, but the clicker data indicated
that students largely selected the correct answer (>90%). This
discrepancy could be due to (1) students effectively explaining
their logic to each other and converging on the correct answer
or (2) students having difficulty generating graphs de novo but
being able to interpret pre-made graphs. Thus, we encourage
instructors to do a similar informal assessment of their students’
ability to draw these graphs before seeing an example.
Several students approached Dr. Shizuka at the end of each
class to ask about research opportunities, suggesting the lesson
successfully encouraged some students to ask questions or
consider getting involved in undergraduate research. Students
completed a mid-semester feedback survey regarding the
course, and while the focus of this survey was not specific
to this lesson, a handful of students commented that they
considered this case study to be helpful for their learning. For
example, one student said, “The scientific method example
was very helpful to me to revisit the scientific method process.
I liked that we were able to see examples and explanations
that were wrong and explanations that were correct.”

Improvements

After teaching this lesson to two introductory biology
sections, we suggest the following improvements:
• Walk the students quickly through the steps of the
scientific method using the animated diagram in the
PowerPoint presentation. The instructor should come
up with a relatable example that does not require
much explanation. We used the example of getting a
headache in a certain environment and trying to figure
out the cause through experimentation. While moving
through the coot study, be sure to highlight each step
of the scientific method and reiterate what happens in
that step.
• To assess the first learning objective of applying the steps
of the scientific method, instructors could incorporate
additional clicker questions to ‘check in’ with students
throughout the lesson regarding which step they just
completed or which step comes next.
• A surprising number of students struggled to construct
graphs, but most selected the correct graph for the
cognate clicker question. This finding underscores that
it should not be assumed that students have even a
novice understanding of graphs and that it is important
to let students produce their own representations before

TEACHING DISCUSSION

We taught this lesson in two sections of an introductory
biology course (LIFE 120) at the University of NebraskaLincoln during the fall semester. We used this lesson to
introduce students to the scientific method, which they will
use throughout the course and in other science courses. We
chose to base the lesson on a published scientific study to
demonstrate that scientific research can be accessible even
without an extensive scientific background.
Overall, students seemed engaged during the lesson based
on their willingness to share ideas and the fact that groups
distributed around the lecture hall volunteered answers. The
video of an adult coot attacking a coot chick helped provide a
graphic ‘hook’ that elicited an audible reaction from students
and drew them back in if their attention had waned during
the overview of the scientific method. After watching the
video, we asked students to share what they observed and
several students volunteered. We were also impressed with
CourseSource | www.coursesource.org
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selecting from pre-made options. Instructors should also
prompt students to reflect on whether their constructed
graphs match the graphs on the PowerPoint, even if they
answered the clicker questions correctly. Furthermore,
instructors may wish to collect a small sample of students’
hand drawn graphs and display some of the examples to
the class by using a document camera, showing a cell
phone image, or reproducing graphs on a tablet.
• Instructors should take the time to discuss why each
answer is correct and other possible outcomes or
interpretations. This need is particularly important
for conditions two (foreign first) and three (mixed),
since these experiments serve as important controls to
support the tested hypothesis by eliminating alternative
explanations.

• To further assess the fourth learning objective of drawing
conclusions from data presented in graphical form,
instructors could ask an additional clicker question or have
a group discussion regarding the conclusions.
• Instructors could add a question or discussion that asks
students how they would proceed if the tested hypothesis
had not been supported by the results, which would help
emphasize the cyclical nature of the scientific method.
• Rather than ending where the study does, require the
students to come up with a follow up question (e.g., what
character do they use, does learning persist for subsequent
seasons, what is the cost of a mistake) and have them follow
the steps of the scientific method to develop and test a
hypothesis.
• Instructors may also use this lesson to achieve learning goals
related to natural selection and parasitism depending on the
scope of their course. For example, instructors could use
a follow up lesson to understand coot behavior within a
broader evolutionary context by having students consider
the costs of raising unrelated offspring.
• More generally, we hope that instructors will use this case
study as a template from which to create new cases based
on research by faculty in their own department.

Adaptations
We taught this lesson in the first week of an introductory
biology course with the main goal of introducing students to
the scientific method. Given this scenario, we purposefully
kept the lesson quite simple, but here we provide suggestions
to make the lesson better suited for a more advanced course
or stage in the term.
Instructors may prefer a more ‘flipped’ version of this lesson
in which background information on the scientific method and
parasites is presented outside of class as videos or readings.
We suggest the following:

SUPPORTING MATERIALS

• S1. Knowing your own: Lecture presentation slides
• S2. Knowing your own: In-class handout for students
• S3. Knowing your own: Video of Dr. Shizuka

--Introduction - 0:00 to 1:32
--Observation 1: Parents can recognize parasitic chicks - 1:32 to
3:24
--Observation 2: Adoption of own offspring - 3:24 to 4:45
--Experimental Design: Trial & Error - 4:25 to 6:02
--Observation 3: The ‘aha moment’ - 6:02 to 7:38
--Undergraduate assistants are valuable members of a research
team - 7:38 to 10:45
--Credits - 10:45 to 10:58

• Cut down the lecture covering the scientific method by using
this SciShow video that provides an overview and some
history of the scientific method: The Times and Troubles of
the Scientific Method https://youtu.be/i8wi0QnYN6s
• Cut down on the lecture covering parasitism by using
this BBC wildlife video that provides background on and
examples of brood parasites. This video also provides subtle
hints regarding the importance of hatch order in recognizing
parasitic chicks: https://youtu.be/4Mb0GOITRUU
• On the handout (Supporting File S2), questions 2, 3, and
5 ask students to write down information provided by the
instructor. While these are low-level questions, their purpose
is to ensure the students have the necessary information to
answer subsequent questions. We have provided alternative,
more challenging versions of these questions on the last
page of the handout. Instructors should note that these will
require more class time and may need to be highlighted in
the PowerPoint slides (Supporting File S1).
• Rather than providing students with the experimental
design used by Shizuka and Lyons (2010), require the
students to come up with an experimental design to test
their own hypothesis. For example, students may choose to
test the hypothesis that coot parents identify their genetic
offspring as the chicks that are most numerous in the nest,
which could be tested by constructing nests with different
proportions of host and foreign offspring. This deviation
would likely require more time and lead to a broad diversity
of different answers.
• Rather than providing the axes and explicit instructions for
drawing graphical predictions, require students to come up
with the appropriate graphical representation and how to
arrange the axes (independent and dependent variables).
The instructor could also modify the clicker answer options
to include distractors that show different graph types and
outcomes.
CourseSource | www.coursesource.org

• S4. Knowing your own: Follow up homework/exam
questions

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We thank Matthew Wilkins for video editing advice for
the supplemental video. We also thank three anonymous
reviewers for helpful comments on a previous version of this
manuscript.

REFERENCES
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

7

AAAS. 2009. Vision and change in undergraduate biology education: a
call to action. Washington, DC.
Ramaley JA. 2004. Bio2010: Transforming Undergraduate Education for
Future Research BiologistsThe Review of Higher Education.
Couch BA, Brown TL, Schelpat TJ, Graham MJ, Knight JK. 2015. Scientific
Teaching: Defining a Taxonomy of Observable Practices. CBE--Life Sci
Educ 14:1-12.
Mazur E. 1997. Peer Instruction: a user’s manual. Prentice Hall, Upper
Saddle River.
Vickrey T, Rosploch K, Rahmanian R, Pilarz M, Stains M. 2015. ResearchBased Implementation of Peer Instruction: A Literature Review. CBE--Life
Sci Educ 14:1-11.
Herreid CF. 2005. The Interrupted Case Method. J Coll Sci Teach 35:4-5.
Herreid CF. 2006. ‘Clicker’ Cases: Introducing Case Study Teaching Into
Large Classrooms. J Coll Sci Teach 36:43-47.
Wyse SA. 2014. Does it pose a threat? Investigating the impact of Bt corn
on monarch butterflies. CourseSource.
Hoskinson A-M, Conner L, Hester S, Leigh MB, Marting AP, Powers T. 2014.
Coevolutoin of not? Crossbills, squirrels and pinecones. CourseSource.
Lundeberg MA, Kang H, Wolter B, delMas R, Armstrong N, Borsari B,
Boury N, Brickman P, Hannam K, Heinz C, Horvath T, Knabb M, Platt T,

2016 | Volume 03

Knowing your own: A classroom case study using the scientific method to investigate how birds learn to recognize their offspring

11.
12.

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

19.

Rice N, Rogers B, Sharp J, Ribbens E, Maier KS, Deschryver M, Hagley
R, Goulet T, Herreid CF. 2011. Context matters: Increasing understanding
with interactive Clicker Case studies. Educ Technol Res Dev 59:645-671.
Fredrickson LH. 1970. Breeding Biology of American Coots in Iowa.
Wilson Bull 82:445-457.
Shizuka D, Lyon BE. 2013. Family dynamics through time: Brood reduction
followed by parental compensation with aggression and favouritism. Ecol
Lett 16:315-322.
Lyon BE, Eadie JM, Hamilton LD. 1994. Parental choice selects for
ornamental plumage in American coot chicks. Nature 371:240-243.
Herreid CF. 2001. Mom Always Liked You Best - National Center for Case
Study Teaching in Science.
Lyon BE, Eadie JM. 2008. Conspecific Brood Parasitism in Birds: A LifeHistory Perspective. Annu Rev Ecol Evol Syst 39:343-363.
Yom-Tov Y. 2001. An updated list and some comments on the occurrence
of intraspecific nest parasitism in birds. Ibis 143:133.
Lyon BE. 1993. Conspecific brood parasitism as a flexible female
reproductive tactic in American coots. Anim Behav 46:911-928.
Lyon BE, Hochachka WM, Eadie JM. 2002. Paternity-parasitism trade-offs:
a model and test of host-parasite cooperation in an avian conspecific
brood parasite. Evolution 56:1253-1266.
Lyon BE. 2003. Egg recognition and counting reduce costs of avian
conspecific brood parasitism. Nature 422:495-499.

CourseSource | www.coursesource.org

20.
21.

22.
23.

24.
25.

26.
27.
28.

8

Davies N. 2000. Cuckoos, cowbirds and other cheats. T & A D Poyser,
London.
Langmore NE, Hunt S, Kilner RM. 2003. Escalation of a coevolutionary
arms race through host rejection of brood parasitic young. Nature
422:157-160.
Sato NJ, Tokue K, Noske R a, Mikami OK, Ueda K. 2010. Evicting cuckoo
nestlings from the nest: a new anti-parasitism behaviour. Biol Lett 6:67-69.
Tokue K, Ueda K. 2010. Mangrove gerygones gerygone laevigaster eject
little bronze-cuckoo chalcites minutillus hatchlings from parasitized nests.
Ibis 152:835-839.
Shizuka D, Lyon BE. 2010. Coots use hatch order to learn to recognize and
reject conspecific brood parasitic chicks. Nature 463:223-226.
Hughes DP, Andersen SB, Hywel-Jones NL, Himaman W, Billen J,
Boomsma JJ. 2011. Behavioral mechanisms and morphological symptoms
of zombie ants dying from fungal infection. BMC Ecol 11:13.
Urry LA, Cain ML, Minorsky P V, Jackson RB, Reece JB. 2014. Campbell
Biology in Focus, 1sted. Benjamin Cummings, Boston.
Freeman S, Quillin K, Allison L. 2014. Biological Science, 5thed. Benjamin
Cummings, Boston.
Sadava D, Hillis DM, Heller HC, Berenbaum MR. 2014. Life: The study of
biology, 10thed. W. H. Freeman and Company, New York.

2016 | Volume 03

